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A Voice for the Voiceless: Lessons from a Hmong Community's Approach to Music 
and Self-Expression 
By Dr. Kinh T. Vu, Boston University 
 
Since the turn of the century, the world has witnessed a rise in violence 
promulgated on American soil. From terrorism to bullying, citizens across the United 
States are left wondering, “What’s next or what can I do about it?” I imagine that I am 
not alone in feeling powerlessness, out of control, and sometimes apathetic about the 
constant newsfeed heralding bad news both at home and abroad. With this kind of 
uncertainty, it is no surprise that our students might feel just as overwhelmed and 
confused as we teachers. What, then, can music educators do to be a voice for and with 
students and how will their songs be a voice for those who will not or cannot sing songs 
of their own? This essay is an account of how I connect what I learned in a Hmong 
community of rappers and poets to music education, what critical pedagogy might mean 
for music educators, and how teachers can employ “voice for the voiceless” strategies 
with their ensemble or general music students.  
 
A Voice for the Voiceless 
I speak… 
For my grandmother that sings kwv txhiaj so she can pass on her stories. 
For lots of debt and borrowing. 
For the thousands of people that take their lives every day (Hmong Youth, 
2012). 
 
If you could use your music to speak or sing for people who might not have a 
voice of their own, what would you say? In Minnesota’s Twin Cities, Tou SaiK* and 
other St. Paul-based youth arts leaders make a safe space for emerging musicians to 
explore their own voices as well as speak for silent or silenced people through musical 
improvisation and composition. 
Hmong immigrants began arriving in the United States at the end of the Vietnam 
War. An ethnic group from the Indochinese Peninsula, the Hmong escaped war-torn 
homelands of Laos and Vietnam. Those who fled left loved ones behind, hoping to one-
day reunite with family and make a new life in countries such as Thailand, the United 
States, France, Canada, and Australia. Many Hmong families that came to America made 
California and Minnesota home. 
The high concentration of Hmong people in the upper Midwest is a significant 
factor that affects St. Paul’s artistic landscapes. Musicians like Tou SaiK created 
programs for youth at the Center for Hmong Arts and Talent (CHAT) where, according 
to its present director Fres, CHAT serves performing artists through programs such as Art 
Saves Us and youth leadership programs. Youth leaders believe that hip-hop musicians 
need to share voices with one another in their neighborhoods to confront issues centered 
on stories – the big questions – of home and social justice. In the Hmong youth arts 
community, musicians use their voices to express feelings about issues in their 
communities through the creation rap, poems, and songs. Some artists use music to 
address political reform, police brutality, gang violence, and questions about Hmong-
American identity; this restorative artistic expression transgresses and transforms how 
young musicians know their worlds. 
What resonates with me is how Hmong rappers and poets employ teaching and 
learning strategies that closely resemble those espoused in teacher education programs 
and pk-12 schools, but differ due to their community-situated approaches that somehow 
give/encourage/elicit voices that speak and sing for change within neighborhoods where 
people who might not otherwise be heard. Allsup and Shieh (2012) remind music 
educators that the big questions, those public issues centered on chronic wars, terrorism, 
bullying, and “things that are not under [our] control” (p. 47), may actually be within the 
realm of teachers’ responsibilities: to interact with students, colleagues, and communities 
of fellow humans even when we do not have all the answers.  
 
To Name, Reflect, and Act 
I feel that this music education in the Hmong community is not recognized, 
because it doesn’t happen at school (Chilli, 2011). 
 
When Hmong youth spit raps, improvise poetry, or rally for justice, they create 
spaces for conversations, ones in which they enact a sort of critical pedagogy of naming 
important personal or community-wide issues; reflecting on the moments that cause joy 
or strife; and acting to address or redress social and political injustices. I think of critical 
pedagogy in terms of good lesson planning in which teachers plan, engage, assess, 
reflect, and design afresh. In a critical pedagogical model, one must commit to revealing 
wrong by naming important issues (e.g., race relations, bullying, immigration) in such a 
way that allows light into dim and dark places.  
Naming is focusing on particular moments that need to careful attention. 
Reflecting on what has been given a name is not merely about remembering the past and 
making adjustments. Wink (2011) writes how “[teachers] reflect a lot, but a critical 
pedagogue must learn to reflect deeply, honestly, sometimes painfully, and often” (p. 9). 
Acting is about making something happen, about getting feet on the ground, and about 
being proactive to effect changes people want to be and see in their communities. 
In an effort to be clear, large ensembles such as bands, choirs, and orchestras are 
vital to my life as a practicing educator-conductor; they have become portals through 
which I am able to name, reflect, and act a world with young musicians. One question I 
have considered is, “Can music really change our lives?” Perhaps it can, but I postulate 
that it might not be the music alone that saves a life, but the teacher who engages a 
critical pedagogy in the classroom, one in which the head, hand, and heart are integral to 
effective teaching and learning – to being human. Our classrooms are made alive by the 
way we welcome musicians’ voices to the creation of something powerful. 
 As an example from my teacher-conductor life, the comingled tasks of developing 
beautiful ensemble sound and thoughtful musicians are quite inseparable, because they 
require attention to finite details while keeping the vision on broad or infinite 
possibilities. Taking time to ask guiding questions related to a current event in the life of 
students within the context of the rehearsal/repertoire invites students to consider both 
how (finite detail) and why (infinite possibility) they play or sing music.  
When rehearsing Alfred Reed’s Russian Christmas Music, for instance, you might 
ask the trombone section, “What might you do to clarify the soli melody?” Follow-up by 
querying the ensemble: “In this moment, how do you think the trombones spoke for 
themselves, the band, or the community?” I suggest using a think-pair strategy as a way 
to elicit critical listening, playing, and thinking from the start. Take a moment to share 
out ideas that emerged from paired conversations. Through this technique, one that must 
be lively and quick, students and their conductor will have begun the process of naming, 
reflecting, and acting on both specific musical details and broader community issues. 
 
Opening Doors 
A voice for the voiceless is about making space to sing/play and speak with care 
about our experiences in a world that needs artists. Whether teaching large ensembles or 
music appreciation, educators can incorporate simple strategies to open doors for 
dialogue and music making that affect a positive difference for learners. First, be 
intentional about discussing important moments in the life of students within the context 
of rehearsals. Oftentimes the music you have selected is the springboard for critical 
conversations. Second, look for ways to hybridize musicking opportunities to include 
your repertoire (e.g., Pachelbel’s Canon) and rap or spoken word, because students’ 
unheard voices might emerge at the intersection of old and new musics. The following 
ensemble plan may be appealing for your students, because it invites multiple forms of 
expression and capitalizes on many talents within the group. For general music, you 
might use classroom instruments or a recording to facilitate learning. 
 
Guiding Question: How could we, in our performance of Canon, address issues of 
loneliness in our community? (Choose a question or idea that fits your students’ 
needs.) 
1. Have half the ensemble play the beginning of Canon while the other half writes 
words to describe their thoughts about the work. Switching group responsibilities. 
2. Share out students’ responses so that all can listen to and comment on each 
other’s ideas. 
3. Choose how you would like students to work – in small groups or alone – to write 
short poems (e.g., haiku) or raps that address the guiding question(s). Be certain 
that this activity is completed in short time frames until students are comfortable 
and able to work for longer periods. 
4. Perform creations for the class either with a recording or the live ensemble. If 
performing live, students might approach a microphone one-by-one at the front or 
center of the room, then return to their seat and resume playing/singing. 
Remember that not all students will be comfortable sharing their poems aloud; 
that is a voice worth honoring. 
5. Follow the rehearsal/performance by debriefing about the music making 
experience as well as how it helped or hindered learners’ understanding of 
loneliness in the community. What do the students suggest as an action that will 
help them address the issue at hand? 
 
This lesson can take many class periods and should not consume large swaths of 
time within a single rehearsal. Visit different parts of the lesson regularly and be sure to 
have a goal whether it is a class performance, part of a concert production, or a service 
learning opportunity. Not only could the process be enjoyable for students, it has the 
potential to assist young artists in the practice of naming, reflecting, and acting on 
important situations in their own lives. 
Regardless how you choose to invite students to be a voice for others and 
themselves, I believe that in our teaching of many rather than few students, we inspire 
youth to be voices of freedom – beacons of hope – for others and themselves in what 
seems like a very confusing moment in history. Music educators have the opportunity to 
open doors with young people who have few or no other places to make sense of their 
worlds except with music whether as a clarinetist or a rapper. It is through a cycle of 
naming, reflecting, and acting, that music teachers empower youth every day whether in 
large ensembles or general music. This kind of pedagogy, like the one enacted in the 
Hmong community, is not confined or defined by walls, playing tests, or auditions. This 
pedagogy makes a place and space for asking, “To what extent is this music community 
transforming others and us?” and it is the kind of teaching and learning that energizes our 
everyone to transgress malaise, transform worlds, and celebrate our lives with unbounded 
joy. 
 
* All names have been used with permission by research participants. 
 
References 
Allsup, R. E., & Shieh, E. (2012). Social justice and music education: The call for a 
public pedagogy. Music Educators Journal, 98(4), 47-51. 
Wink, J. (2011). Critical pedagogy: Notes from the real world. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall/Pearson, Inc. 
 
Advertisement for Session to be included as a “call-out” within the article. 
 
Hip-hop on Top: A Band Director Turned Emcee? 
Friday, March 11, 2016, 11:40 a.m.-12:40 p.m. 
Kinh T. Vu, Boston University 
 
Music teachers often ignore hip-hop, because it falls outside the traditional Western 
art music canon. What if, however, rap and spoken word poetry were employed to 
engage students in composition and performance that promoted another mode of self- and 
group expression? Students that write lyrics and compose beats about important issues 
will be positioned to make a life-changing difference for themselves and others. 
In this workshop, participants will create rap and spoken word poetry, plot a course that 
empowers students and teachers in and through music, and critique the 
intersection of music education, social justice, and art as activism. 
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